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Jack Pendarvis

The Poet I Know
The poet is pregnant.
I keep saying, “You should name the baby after me.” I say, “It’s a good
name for a boy or girl.” I say a lot of other things.
I’m not serious am I?
My buddy Hodge likes to tell me I’m bit self-absorbed, but I
don’t know.
I ponder it all the time.
For example, the poet puts her friends’ names in her poems. I keep
thinking, when is she going to put me in a poem?
Like how about the time we saw that sunset?
that self-absorbed?
Of course was drunk and talked all the way through the sunset.
Like, “Look at that!”
Like, “Wow!”
Like, “I think I saw a fish!”
The poet said, because the sun was a fierce dot above the bay, casting a
rope of fire toward us on the water, “An exclamation point.”
I said, “I was just going to say that!”
I said, “I was going to say a Spanish exclamation point!”
I said, “Because it’s upside down!”
The sun plunged all of a sudden and you could feel the temperature drop
just as the poet had predicted.
What had happened that day?
Let me start over.
Hodge and I had been out of work for some time. We decided to become
writers. We were getting old and as long as our lives were in shambles what
did we have to lose? We thought, “It’s now or never.”
I called the poet’s husband to ask him how to become a writer.
“Well, you could start by going to some of these conferences,” said the
poet’s husband.
The poet’s husband and had been friends since early childhood. He had
become a famous novelist. He was my “contact.”
Hodge and I drove down to the Conference of Southern Authors. Our
wives stayed behind.
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We went to the opening night reading.
First there was a story about a guy who drank too much and harbored
bad thoughts about himself. He had one last shot to make good.
Somebody else read about the marvelous and eventful tea party that Mrs.
Magnolia P. Dillblossom threw for her rebellious daughter Topsy.
Then came a tale where everybody had names like “T-Toe” and “Little
Jay Joe” and “Moedine” and slept in pick-up trucks with dogs and chickens
and talked about their “britches” and
on.
Well, Hodge and I kept nudging each other. So this was writing!
Writing was going to be a piece of cake!
“What are your influences?” somebody asked the panel.
Everybody said Faulkner.
I wrote in my notebook: “Read Faulkner.”
The next day we got there early. Listless, bent writers decorated the lawn
of the converted church where the next reading would be held. It wasn’t
noon by a long shot but some of the writers clearly cradled beer in plastic
cups. It seemed appealing.
I introduced Hodge to the poet’s husband.
“Where can we get a beer?” I said. “Or is that just for writers?”
“Come on,” said the poet’s husband. “We’ll go to the bar where I lost
my coat last night.”
We headed for the car.
“Will we be back in time for the reading?” I said.
They can’t start without me,” said the poet’s husband. “I need to find
my coat anyway. Either I lost it or
stole it.” (He named a certain
drunken writer.)
We drove around the corner to a little shack that smelled like fish. All the
doors were open so things were lit that shouldn’t have been lit. Stools,
forlorn, showed their pale stuffing, for example. Tin and concrete
everywhere, startled by the sun. There was just room for Hodge, the poet’s
husband, and myself at the small bar, at the end of which a sulky stranger
stood drinking.
“Did anybody turn in a coat last night?” the poet’s husband asked the
woman tending bar.
“ this it?” she said, holding up a coat.
“No, it was a nice coat.”
“What’s a nice coat? Nobody turned in a nice coat. You wouldn’t happen
to be, would you?”
To our surprise, she named the same drunken writer to whom the poet’s
husband had recently alluded.
“
that’s me, why do you ask?” said the poet’s husband.
The bartender handed him an American Express gold card.
“This isn’t really me,” said the poet’s husband. “ know him, though. I
was here last night, remember? I was in here with him.”
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The bartender looked doubtful.
“I’m about to see him in fifteen minutes. I tell you what, put a round of
drinks on this card. He won’t mind. He’s a sweet man. Buy a drink for that
guy, too.” He pointed to the end of the bar.
The sulky stranger brightened.
“Hey,” he said.
The bartender looked doubtful.
“Come on, he’s a sweet man. He’d want to reward us for finding his
card. We’re friends of his. Remember, he was making up songs? He was really
funny? Another guy was playing guitar?”
“That’s right,” said the bartender.
“Come on, one round of drinks. I’ll sign for him. He’s a sweet man.”
She said okay.
We all ordered drinks and had a great laugh.
The poet’s husband fingered the gold card. “ ought to buy a coat with
this,” he said. He handed the card to me. “You hang on to it. I might buy a
coat with it.”
I put the card in my shirt pocket.
I must say that an extremely pleasant ten minutes followed, among the
most pleasant imaginable. Hodge and I discussed our aspirations with a real
writer, a true friend, who seemed to have faith in us. We laughed and drank
free beer in an atmosphere of unprecedented trust and generosity, where
bartender was knowingly letting us use another person’s credit card without
permission, and we had made a stranger’s
The stranger wasn’t the least
bit sulky anymore! The bartender stirred a cauldron of rich-smelling gumbo.
The day had a buzz. We hated to do it, but finally we had to go back to
the church.
A couple of flat-eyed tough guy writers stood on the piney lawn, near the
breezeway that led to the former chapel. They were taking turns drinking
from a flask. The writing life was just as I had imagined it! I could easily
picture Hodge and myself in a similar position, swapping a flask of rye or
such back and forth in a casual manner out in the open for all to see without
a care in the world.
I wrote in my notebook: “2. Buy flask.”
I nudged Hodge and showed it to him. He grinned.
“What you got there?” said the poet’s husband.
Nothing,” I said, and closed the notebook quickly. Suddenly I had
become ashamed of my grand aspirations!
The poet’s husband introduced us to the craggy novelist and the
drunken writer.
“I’ve seen your picture in the newspaper,” told the craggy novelist.
Thanks,” he said.
“Has it started?” asked the poet’s husband.
“Yeah, but if you go in now be sure to take your estrogen supplement.”
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The craggy novelist and drunken writer snickered.
I took it that some women were reading, and that their writing was
insufficiently masculine.
“Hey, we found your credit card,” said the poet’s husband.
I took the card from my shirt pocket and handed it to the drunken writer.
Somehow he got it into his head that I alone had been responsible for
rescuing his credit card, and he hugged me over and over. He was smiling
and making snappy jokes but there was something aggressive about the
hugging and his stubble burned my face.
The poet’s husband, the craggy novelist, and the drunken writer used a
special entrance. Hodge and I stood in the back of the church for the
reading, in what would have been, in more sacred times, the narthex.
“ pretty funny, isn’t he?” I whispered to Hodge.
“I think he’s dangerous. He strikes me as the type of guy that can be
funny and then suddenly turn on you.”
“Maybe,” I said.
“Stay away from him,” said Hodge.
There were readings by the poet, and the poet’s husband, and the craggy
novelist. Well, they put Hodge and me in our place! Writing no longer
seemed like a breeze. The things that came out of their mouths! The air was
heavy with reality, that’s all. The things they said grabbed reality and ran a
fire along the bumpy surface—or showed the red meat under the skin, like
when you clap your hand over a flashlight. Writing seemed like a hard job, an
impossible job for the likes of Hodge and me. Middle-aged men! Starting
from scratch!
We returned to the sunlight humbled, and drank more beer in the
breezeway. There were three or four coolers of it, just lying around like
nothing. Pretty soon it was time for all the writers to go to a party at the
home of a patroness of the arts, a certain Mrs. Post. The poet and her
husband said that Hodge and I should come along.
“Are you sure?”
“Free food.”
We ended up right on the water, in a mansion jammed full of screaming
writers, professors, socialites, mavens, hoydens, and such. I thought I saw
some tycoons. Movers and shakers. Ne’er-do-wells and pillars of the
community. Social butterflies. Maybe even a pariah. We walked around in the
backyard with bottles of beer and paper plates full of curries and pastas and
rare roast beef with horseradish on the side and chicken salad with apples and
walnuts and other catered foods. People were falling down drunk. You could
hear, clearly, through the din, the drunken writer roughly cawing, loud as a
bullhorn, cutting through everything like his famous knifelike prose.
The sun began to look as though it might want to set.
The poet asked her husband, “Do you want to walk down to the end of
the pier and watch the sunset?”

► 12

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/yr/vol9/iss1/19

4

Pendarvis: The Poet I Know
Yalobusha Review

“Fuck no,” said her husband. “Fuck the sunset.”
“That reminds me of a James Thurber cartoon,” I said. I tried
unsuccessfully to explain what I was talking about.
“You’re going to miss a beautiful sunset,” said the poet.
“Seen one you ve seen them all,” said her husband.
“I’ll go with you,” said.
“Thank you,” said the poet.
We headed for the pier.
“Sunsets are for pussies,” her husband called.

Hodge and I kind of wanted to hit the road after the party, but we went
back to the church instead because the drunken writer was going to read, and
he was supposed to be hilarious. His book had a hilarious title.
The program was delayed while different authorities tried to find the
drunken writer and force him on stage. Finally he crawled up of his own free
will and read a story very slowly with lots of odd pauses. Many times we
could not understand what he was saying. Other times he would yell out, for
no apparent reason, “Thank you, George W. Bush!” Even with all that going
on, the story was funny and we laughed upon several occasions.
Hodge and I sneaked out before the next writer started. The church lawn
was black and eerie in the dim electric light. On our way to the
parking lot we found the poet alone in the dark, on bench, eyes shut,
head drooping.
She wore an air of distress!
“Are you okay?” I said.
She shook her head.
“ there anything I can do?”
She shook her head.
“Is everything all right?”
She shook her head.
“Can get you something?”
She shook her head.
“Okay,” I said. “Are you sure you don’t need anything?”
Thank you, I’m fine,” she said.
Hodge and I got in the car and drove away.
“I hope she’s all right,” I said.
“She’s pretty,” said Hodge.
“Uh-huh.”
“You sure were on that pier a long time,” Hodge said.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I said.
“Oh, nothing.”
“It takes a long time for the sun to go down.”
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“Sure it does.”
“Well, it does!”
“I know, I’m agreeing with you.”
“Well, then, what are you getting at?”
“I don’t know. I thought she looked sad.”
“Sad how?”
“Like she and her husband had had a fight.”
“Really?”
“Yeah.”
“About...? No!”
“Okay then.”
“You really think... ?”
“All I’m saying is, you were out on that pier for a long time.”
“What? So what? That’s his wife! He’s my oldest friend, one of the best
friends I ve ever had! And what about Happy?” (Happy is my wife.)
“Don’t tell me, tell him.”
“Oh, he wouldn’t think... He’s the nicest person in the world.”
“Fine, then, it’s settled. Settled to the satisfaction of all! She was sitting all
alone in the dark for no reason. Case closed.”
“Maybe she was tired.”
“A man and a woman at the end of the pier. Watching the sun sink slowly
into the ocean. Alone. Makes a real pretty picture. Real pretty.”
“Would you shut up?”
“Oh, don’t mind me. Case closed. Nicest person in the world. Oldest
friend for many years.”
“Well, you know, he can get really jealous.”
“Yeah?”
“Well, he’s been known to get jealous. Yeah, like one time I walked
through the mall with this girl he liked and he got so mad he snapped his
pen in two and got ink all over himself.”
“Hmm.”
I was quiet for a long time.
Hodge started laughing.
“What?”
“What do I always tell you?”
“Oh!”
I started laughing too. Right! The self-absorbed thing.
Turns out it’s true!
I want my name in poems. I want people, all people, to name their babies
after me. I imagine myself to cut such a dashing figure on the dusky pier,
even as a distant silhouette, that I cause great rifts in the solid marriages of
my most beloved friends. Me with my eczema!
Hodge sure had “my number.” Yes, the joke was “on me.” This I knew at
once, even before finding out the next day that the poet had been, after all,
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just terribly ill with a surfeit of drink (I hasten to add that this incident did
not occur during her pregnancy).
Hodge and I laughed for a while and then we stopped laughing.
“That’s quite an imagination you have,” I said.
“You’re highly suggestible,” said Hodge.
“
between the two of us we’re going to make a good writer.”
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